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Introduction

Since the beginning of the new millennium, Chinese central authorities 
have invested unprecedented efforts in improving rural life and decreasing 
inequality and social disparities between China’s rural and urban populaces. 
A key part of these efforts is the national Village Redevelopment Program 
(cunzhuang zhengzhi jianshe 村庄整治建设) that was launched in 2005 
to improve the infrastructure of villages and the services available there. 
At a  minimum, this program includes paving roads towards and within 
villages, installing running water, introducing sporting and cultural 
facilities, and introducing clean energy devices. In many locales, the 
program goes far beyond this, with the construction of entirely new, 
large, modern communities of city-like apartment buildings, into which 
the villagers of several nearby villages are relocated, while traditional 
family housing and whole villages are demolished. It is an extraordinary 
undertaking, at enormous cost, that is reshaping the very fabric of much of 
China’s countryside.1

This book explores the implementation and outcomes of the Village 
Redevelopment Program in two very different locales: the industrialised 
county of Chenggu, in Shandong Province, and the predominantly 
agricultural county of Beian, in Anhui Province.2 It undertakes comparative 
research of a policy that is at the top of the Chinese national agenda to 
reshape the countryside and rural lifestyle, and that involves all levels of 

1	  Bray, ‘Urban Planning Goes Rural’, 53–62; Gao, Yang and Wang, ‘Shandong liang xian hecun bingju 
ji nongcun shequ jianshe qingkuang diaocha’ [Investigation of merging villages and rural community 
building in two counties, Shandong Province], 53–60; Ong, ‘State-Led Urbanization in China’, 165–71; 
Rosenberg, ‘Urbanizing the Rural’, 63–71.
2	  To ensure anonymity, both counties’ names are pseudonyms.
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government, social actors and local communities. In doing so, the book 
enhances our comprehension of the overall logic of the Chinese policy 
implementation process, shedding light on the possible fate of much of 
China’s countryside and its inhabitants in the twenty-first century.

At the heart of this book is a puzzle. Far from replicating the common 
image of uniformity in national policy implementation (‘cutting with 
a single knife’, yi dao qie 一刀切), officials in Chenggu and Beian counties 
demonstrated a surprising degree of divergence in how they interpreted and 
implemented the redevelopment program. And yet, in both counties, many 
aspects of the outcomes were ultimately similar. Local officials were likely 
to subsidise major redevelopment and improve infrastructure and services 
in already industrialised and prosperous villages and leave behind the poorer 
and less developed ones. By channelling more resources and government 
attention to those who already had such resources, local implementers 
changed the nature of the redevelopment program from a policy aimed 
at diminishing inequality and social disparity into a governing tool that 
enlarged existing disparities between rural communities.

To understand such a peculiar outcome in both counties despite their 
diversified implementation of the Village Redevelopment Program, 
this book focuses on the concept of discretion in policy implementation. 
At the lowest ranks of the political hierarchy, implementers (i.e. grassroots 
officials) are in the inconvenient position of linking state and society. Their 
superiors expect them to implement state policies and yet be attentive to 
local communities and their needs. Often they find themselves subject to 
various pressures from above (e.g. to obey national policies and directives 
by superiors) and from below (communities) and need to wrestle with 
programs in terms of feasibility (e.g. lack of qualified manpower or required 
equipment), which they must reconcile or defy. By ‘discretion’ I mean the 
extent of genuine autonomy left to local officials to shape implementation 
after all pressures have been resolved.

In its most basic understanding, discretion has two facets. The first refers to 
the question of selective policy implementation. It explores local officials’ 
decisions about whether or not to implement policies. The second refers to 
how policies are implemented—the genuine leeway that implementers have 
to decide on a modus operandi and strategies of implementation. While the 
question of selective policy implementation has been a subject for debate 
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and has attracted scholarly attention,3 the second facet has so far attracted 
much less attention and has not been subject to systematic research. This 
book fills this gap in the literature. As it shows, subjection to pressures 
can play a determining role in deciding the local modus operandi and 
subsequently a policy’s outcomes and impact. Moreover, efforts to reconcile 
conflicting pressures may significantly shape local officials’ overall attitudes 
towards (rural) society. Will local officials be attentive to rural communities’ 
needs? How will they perceive the villagers: as trustworthy partners or 
untrustworthy others, as equal citizens or as subordinate subjects? Will local 
officials involve villagers in the implementation process and, if so, how?

In more general terms, while implementers are expected to carry out policies, 
it is only inside the parameters available to them that grassroots officials 
can exercise genuine discretion to shape implementation and its outcomes. 
This observation touches on one of the most basic questions in studies of 
policy implementation: Who should be held responsible for the successes 
and failures of policies? Too often, scholars tend to neglect this aspect when 
studying and judging the behaviour of grassroots officials.

A popular view among students of Chinese policy implementation is that the 
Chinese political system provides local officials (i.e. the implementers) with 
considerable discretion when deciding on specific methods and strategies 
of implementation.4 This is also manifested in the core principle of yindi 
zhiyi (因地制宜, implementing national policies in accordance with local 
conditions), which Chinese central authorities have advocated in the post-
Mao era.

The case of the Village Redevelopment Program reveals that the reality 
may be more complex than this. By researching its implementation from 
the perspective of the implementers, this book elaborates on the larger 
economic-political-social environment in which local officials operate 
and that shapes their ‘own’ decision-making and actions. As the following 
chapters show, in both counties, the village redevelopment’s implementation 
was mainly shaped by local economic conditions on the one hand and 
the hierarchical nature of China’s political system on the other. These 

3	  See, for example, Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–52; Whiting, Power and Wealth, ch. 3; O’Brien and Li, 
‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 167–86; Fewsmith, ‘The Elusive Search’, 269–96.
4	  Lieberthal, Governing China, 167; Ahlers and Schubert, ‘Strategic Modelling’, 832, 840; Zhou, 
‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 55–68; Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation; Göbel, The Politics of 
Rural Reform, 52–53; Cai, ‘Irresponsible State’, 23.
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significantly constricted the implementers’ capacity to exercise genuine 
discretion to decide on implementation strategies and to adjust the policy 
to their local socio-economic circumstances.

In pointing towards economic conditions, I refer to the outcomes of 
three decades of economic development—wealth accumulation on the 
one hand and expanding disparities and inequality on the other.5 In both 
counties, this axis of wealth accumulation vis-a-vis disparity and inequality 
played a major role in deciding on modes of implementation. By the same 
token, local officials were part of a hierarchical political system in which 
commandism (also referred to as ‘politics of command’) still plays a central 
role as a method of communication between upper and lower levels, and in 
circumstances in which supervisors control the careers of their immediate 
subordinates.6

Here a few words of caution and clarification are required. By locating 
the redevelopment program in terms of state policy and local economic 
conditions, I do not intend to claim that there were no other possible 
factors that may have influenced decision-making and the conduct of 
local officials. Accustomed tools of governance and economic legacies, for 
example, may significantly influence local officials’ behaviour.7 In addition, 
many scholars have mentioned clientelist ties, embezzlement of resources, 
collusion and corruption as motivating local officials’ behaviour and 
potentially sabotaging policies.8 Evidence has piled up of local cadres taking 
advantage of the village redevelopment policy to enrich themselves while 
disregarding villagers’ needs and interests. These include, among other 
things, the illegal sale of villagers’ land, ignoring villagers’ basic legal rights, 
inadequate compensation for loss of land or housing, expelling villagers 
from their homes and forcing them into debt to buy new housing against 
their will (in the name of building ‘new villages’) and the illegal shifting of 
property from the villagers to companies in which local officials operate 

5	  For a discussion on sources of inequality during the Mao and post-Mao eras see, for example, Whyte, 
‘China’s Post-Socialist Inequality’, 229–34.
6	  Fewsmith, ‘The Elusive Search’, 269–96; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–52; Whiting, Power and Wealth, 
ch. 3; O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 167–86.
7	  See, for example, Perry, ‘From Mass Campaigns’, 30–61; Heilmann, ‘Policy-Making through 
Experimentation’, 62–101; Fewsmith, ‘The Elusive Search’, 269–96; Whiting, Power and Wealth.
8	  See, for example, Chen and Wu, Will the Boat Sink the Water?; Hillman, Patronage and Power; Lü, 
Cadres and Corruption; Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 47–78.
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and have financial interests.9 Cases of local officials using physical violence 
against villagers who dared to oppose their corruption and misbehaviour 
have been documented as well.10

Although none of these problems were personally observed by me in 
Chenggu or Beian counties, I do not wish to claim that these were totally 
absent. The same applies to the argument that governance legacies play 
a role in shaping local officials’ minds and conduct. I do wish to claim, 
however, that in both counties these factors paled in significance compared 
to the patterns of state involvement on the one hand and local economic 
conditions on the other, when explaining similarities and differences in 
implementation and outcomes.

Rethinking Policy Implementation and 
State Capacity in Contemporary China
Policy implementation is an indispensable part of state capacity, which, in 
its most basic meaning, can be understood as the ‘ability of the state to 
transform its own preferences and goals into reality’11 or, more subtly, as 
‘carry[ing] out effectively those functions which it [the state] claims to be 
able to perform’.12 This was acknowledged by Sally N. Cummings and Ole 
Nørgaard, who coined the term ‘implementational state capacity’, meaning 
the ability of the state ‘to carry out decisions that have been taken’.13

The aggregated conclusion that can be derived from scholarly works 
published about policy implementation in China (though this is also true 
elsewhere14) is that implementation embodies a complex world of interests, 

9	  See, for example, Marshall 99, ‘Linzhou Henan: Village Officials Illegally Sold Land for Development; 
Villagers Were Beaten Up for Defending Their Rights’, Tianya Forum (blog), 16 December 2011, bbs.
tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml; Zhou Guang, ‘The Construction of a New Countryside in Yunnan 
Makes Villagers Homeless’, Rights Defender (blog), 6 December 2011, wqw2010.blogspot.com/2011/12/
blog-post_9713.html (all links accessed 21 October 2021). See also Ong, ‘State-Led Urbanization in 
China’, especially 167–73; Guo, ‘Nongcun shequ jianshe zhong cunzai de wenti ji qi duice’ [Problems and 
countermeasures during the construction of rural communities]; Looney, ‘China’s Campaign’, 925.
10	  See, for example, Marshall 99, ‘Linzhou Henan: Village Officials Illegally Sold Land for Development; 
Villagers Were Beaten Up for Defending Their Rights’, Tianya Forum (blog), 16 December 2011, bbs.
tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml; Tianya Forum (blog), 16 December 2011, bbs.tianya.cn/post-492-
3733-1.shtml, accessed 20 October 2021. 
11	  Wang and Hu, The Chinese Economy in Crisis, 24.
12	  Crouch, Industrial Relations, 298.
13	  Cummings and Nørgaard, ‘Conceptualizing State Capacity’, 688.
14	  See, for example, Grindle, ‘Policy Content’, 5–6; Sabatier, ‘Top-Down and Bottom-Up’, 31; Migdal, 
Strong Societies.

http://bbs.tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml
http://bbs.tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml
http://wqw2010.blogspot.com/2011/12/blog-post_9713.html
http://wqw2010.blogspot.com/2011/12/blog-post_9713.html
http://bbs.tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml
http://bbs.tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml
http://bbs.tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml
http://bbs.tianya.cn/post-492-3733-1.shtml
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constraints and abilities, in which state capacity is better taken as a key 
variable rather than as a given.15 Indeed, the problem of non-effective 
implementation has long been acknowledged by scholars. David Bray, for 
example, observed that ‘even the best-planned policies can unravel when 
faced with realities of implementation’.16 Christian Göbel claimed that: 
‘In no phase is the effect that the interplay of contexts, institutions, incentives 
and agency has on the outcome of a policy more uncertain than during its 
implementation’.17 Some have even taken a radical position, claiming that 
distortions of original policies and intensions in such a complex system as the 
Chinese political system are inevitable. David Lampton, in the introduction 
to his edited book Policy Implementation in Post-Mao China, wrote: ‘The 
following pages also lay bare a system in which central policies are always 
distorted in ways advantageous to implementers’.18

The reasons for policy distortion and mis-implementation are numerous 
and may touch all stages of implementation. For example, these may 
relate to the formulation and presentation of the policy itself. Stanley 
Rosen, in his account on key schools, wrote: ‘Clear policy objectives do 
not assure smooth implementation, but goal conflict in policy does assure 
implementation problems’.19 Similarly, disputes among policymakers and 
lack of clear support from above,20 a lack of fit between the policy’s content 
and the wider context,21 clashes between policies22 and lack of publicity23 
may all impede successful implementation.

A mismatch between policy intentions and the local means at the grassroots 
level may also hinder successful implementation. These may include a lack 
of technological knowledge or financial constraints, a lack of skilled workers 
and/or limited human resources, and difficulties in collecting and/or 
processing required data and so on.24

15	  Jia and Lin, ‘Changing Central-Local Relations’, 7.
16	  Bray, Social Space, 95. 
17	  Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform, 94.
18	  Lampton, ‘The Implementation’, 18 (emphasis added).
19	  Rosen, ‘Restoring Key Secondary Schools’, 351.
20	  Ibid.; O’Brien and Li, ‘Accommodating “Democracy”’, 478–81; Lieberthal, ‘China’s Governing 
System’, 6–7. 
21	  Zweig, ‘Context and Content’, 255–83.
22	  White, ‘Implementing the “One-Child-Per-Couple”’, 284–317; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 36; Wright, 
‘State Capacity in Contemporary China’, 176–80.
23	  Kennedy, ‘State Capacity and Support’, 383–410; O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 
179.
24	  Zhao, ‘The Debt Chaos’, 36–44; Zhao, ‘Hard-Pressed Township Finances’, 45–54; Tao, Yang and 
Liu, ‘State Capacity’, 355–81; Swanson, Kuhn and Xu, ‘Environmental Policy Implementation’ 481–91; 
Liu, China’s Long March, 35.
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Opposition from local officials or communities is another popular 
impediment to successful implementation when local players experience 
policies as undesirable. This can be out of personal interests or due to 
structural contradictions between higher-level policies and the local 
government’s interests, known in Chinese as tiaotiao (条条, namely top-
down chain of command) versus kuaikuai (块块, namely local authority).25 
These are manifested in idioms such as shangmian you zhengce, xiamian you 
duice (上面有政策，下面有对策, the upper levels have policies, the lower 
levels have counter-policies) and tian gao, huangdi yuan (天高，皇帝远, 
heaven is high and the emperor is far away).

Lack of support by immediate local superiors,26 as well as failing to link 
performances to a clear rewards-and-punishments system, may also play 
against the possibility that local officials will implement a policy, especially 
when they perceive it as endangering local interests.27 On the other hand, 
overzealousness and overstretching the original scope and intentions of a 
policy may impede successful implementation as well.28

Difficulties in monitoring implementation and supervising the implementers 
are another source of potential impediments. First, even potential 
supervisors may be embedded in malpractices (e.g. structural corruption29 
or collusion30). But, even when this is not the case, monitoring, in a system 
that lacks the capacity for accountability, is a tedious task.31 Finally, since 
implementation is the stage on which state and society meet, implementers 

25	  See, for example, Wright, ‘State Capacity in Contemporary China’, 180–82; O’Brien, ‘Implementing 
Political Reform’, 47–48; O’Brien and Li, ‘Accommodating “Democracy”’, 465–89. In the conflict of areas 
(local authority) v. branches (top-down chain of command), the areas often win. See Lieberthal, ‘China’s 
Governing System’, 4; Unger, ‘The Struggle to Dictate’, 15–45; Swanson, Kuhn and Xu, ‘Environmental 
Policy Implementation’, 481–91.
26	  A prominent attribute of communist organisations and command economic systems is that all 
levels of organisational hierarchies are responsible only to their immediate superiors. See Lü, Cadres and 
Corruption, 170.
27	  O’Brien and Li, ‘Accommodating “Democracy”’, 480–81. 
28	  Manion, ‘Policy Implementation’, 269.
29	  Hillman, ‘Factions and Spoils’, 1–18; Lü, Cadres and Corruption, especially ch. 6; Lieberthal, 
Governing China, 203.
30	  Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 47–78.
31	  Zhao, ‘Obligatory Interactions’, 17–25; Liu et al., ‘The Political Economy’, 973–94; Tao, Yang 
and Liu, ‘State Capacity’, 355–81; Klotzbücher et al., ‘What is New’, 49; Göbel, The Politics of Rural 
Reform, 118; Cai, ‘Between State and Peasant’, 783–805; Han and Wang, ‘Woguo gonggong zhengce 
zhixing de shifan fangshi shixiao fenxi: jiyu shifan cun jianshe ge’an de yanjiu’ [Analysis of failures in the 
demonstration mode in China’s public policy implementation: The case of constructing demonstration 
villages], 38–42.
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may find themselves clashing with local political-social-cultural institutions 
such as guanxi relations among various local players, lineages, religion 
organisations etc. or constrained by local economic conditions.32

Acknowledging the complexity of the Chinese political system, several 
scholars have pointed towards the central government’s ability to ‘control 
and monitor lower-level agents’33 and to maintain coherence among the 
rank and file34 as the state’s main Achilles’ heel. Jia Hao and Lin Zhimin 
observed:

Although uneven and perhaps not entirely irreversible, the trend 
toward a more fragmented state system and increasing autonomy 
among lower levels of the state agency has resulted in serious erosion 
of China’s state capacity.35

Central–local relations have commonly been articulated along the lines of 
a principal–agent relations framework, which connotes successful policy 
implementation with policy designers (the principal) having a high degree 
of control over implementers (local agents).36

This book contributes to the debate on state capacity by focusing on an aspect 
that, to date, has received insufficient scholarly attention: the significant 
role that authorities at levels higher than the county, including those at the 
top of the political system, play in the implementation process—shaping 
programs, setting targets and monitoring implementation.

While not negating a positive correlation between the ability of superiors 
to control lower-level agents and state capacity, this book suggests that the 
prospects of a policy meeting its goals are dependent not only on the ability 

32	  See, for example, Kipnis, Producing Guanxi; Lieberthal, Governing China, 197–99. See also 
Boisot and Child, ‘The Iron Law of Fiefs’, 507–27. On the other hand, social institutions may support 
successful implementation by compelling the implementers to follow instructions and to be attentive to 
local needs. See, for example, Tsai, Accountability without Democracy. See also Lu, Varieties of Governance.
33	  Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–36.
34	  Lieberthal, Governing China, 7; Jia and Lin, ‘Changing Central-Local Relations’, 8.
35	  Jia and Lin, ‘Changing Central-Local Relations’, 8.
36	  To put it briefly, the principal–agent model locates the agent (policy implementers) and the principal 
(policy designers) in asymmetric relations. The principal’s concern is how to ensure that the agent will act 
in the principal’s best interests. For this, a system of incentives and sanctions is introduced that favours 
the agent for siding with the principal’s interests and punishes him for diversions. The principal’s ability 
to monitor the agent, however, is always limited and incomplete because the agent controls information 
with which the principal may not be familiar (unless informed by the agent). This provides the agent wide 
leeway for manipulation and subversion. For examples of applying this approach in the Chinese studies, 
see Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform; Whiting, Power and Wealth; Huang, ‘Central–Local Relations’, 
655–72; Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–52; O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 167–86.
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of superiors to control their subordinates but also on the attributes and 
qualities of those relations. As the following chapters show, prioritising 
and subsidising the better off villages in both counties was not an outcome 
of superiors’ lack of monitoring capacity, but exactly the opposite: it was 
the result of grassroots officials’ obedience to their superiors, who issued 
directives that significantly reduced local officials’ prospects of meeting the 
original goal of diminishing inequality.

The following chapters testify to the vitality of commandism—commonly 
translated at grassroots levels into the top-down imposition of performance 
and evaluation standards—in shaping local officials’ decision-making and 
conduct. Notwithstanding wide consent among scholars that top-down 
impositions of performance and evaluation standards do influence local 
officials’ decision-making and conduct, the exact extent and patterns of 
influence have been the subject of scholarly debate (see also Chapter 6). 
Recently, a group of scholars have claimed a constructive role for the 
Chinese ‘evaluation regime’ in achieving effective outcomes.37 Anna  L. 
Ahlers, for example, observed in her research on the Building a New 
Socialist Countryside (BNSC) program,38 that evaluations at the county and 
township levels (e.g. the cadre evaluation system39 and project evaluations) 
have served important roles as top-down instruments for monitoring and 
ensuring policy implementation, but also that local officials were still able 
to exercise considerable strategic agency to adjust the evaluation mechanisms 
and benchmarks to their local circumstances and capacities (e.g. bargaining 
for specific targets or adjusting a county’s overall targets to the local 
townships’ particular circumstances).40 She suggested that evaluations can: 

37	  See, for example, Heberer and Senz, ‘Streamlining Local Behaviour’, 77–112; Thomas Heberer and 
René Trappel, ‘Evaluation Process’, 1048–66. See also Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation.
38	  The BNSC program was announced publicly in 2006 as an overall framework of rural development. 
The Village Redevelopment Program was announced as a central part of the BNSC. This is elaborated 
further in this and following chapters.
39	  As part of this system, township leaders typically must sign annual performance contracts that 
specify targets for implementation and are held personally responsible for attaining them (known as the 
Cadre Responsibility System [ganbu kaohe zhidu]). Targets in these contracts, however, differ in terms of 
their de facto importance and are typically classified into three categories. ‘Veto targets’ (yi piao foujue) 
are considered most important and failures in attaining these may bring devastating consequences for 
the local leaders’ professional careers; no matter how well they operate in other areas. ‘Hard targets’ are 
considered essential for the local leaders’ positive evaluation (and typically convey larger bonuses for success 
and significant sanctions for failures). ‘Soft targets’ are considered least important in terms of influencing 
township leaders’ careers. They tend to value a small share of the total evaluation score and local officials 
enjoy larger autonomy regarding their implementation. See, for example, Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35–52; 
Whiting, Power and Wealth, ch. 3; O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 168–76.
40	  Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation, 184–85, 191–92.
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Be transformed into a crucial resource for local agency by county 
(and township) governments themselves, who can use it to coordinate 
and assess the implementation of BNSC in their spheres of influence 
and thus protect their interests.41

The empirical findings of this book consolidate a more ‘traditional’ 
understanding of the relationship between standards, evaluation and local 
bureaucrats’ performance, which corresponds more to Susan H. Whiting’s 
observation that ‘we should think of local Chinese officials more as 
“politicos”—individuals who make their careers in the political system—than 
as risk-bearing entrepreneurs’.42 As the following chapters demonstrate, the 
more the imposed standards for performance and evaluation were specific 
and measurable, and the more incentives and sanctions were attached to 
them, the more local (township and even county) officials in Beian and 
Chenggu tended to concentrate on obtaining these standards rather than 
attempting to negotiate with their superiors or exercise discretion to shape 
the implementation and adjust it to their communities’ local needs.

Finally, by underscoring the limits of ‘discretion’ and by researching 
the implementation process from the viewpoint of the implementers, the 
empirical findings of this book contribute to a new conceptualisation of 
the Chinese policy implementation process. The heart of it shakes the 
commonly applied principal–agent relations model.

When national policies are announced, they often convey general targets and 
guidelines that Beijing expects local governments to further operationalise 
and adjust to each locale’s specific circumstances.43 In this process, each 
political level is expected to obey the instructions of its superiors, while 
further adjusting the policy and instructing its subordinates, serving 
as a principal and as an agent at the same time (apart from central 
and  township governments). In this hierarchical system, adequate and 
responsible execution of commandism is necessary to facilitate successful 
implementation at the grassroots levels, while inadequate imposition of 

41	  Ibid., 174.
42	  Whiting, Power and Wealth, 12. This view corresponds to Lipsky’s research on the operation of the 
American street-level bureaucracies. Lipsky noted an enticement by street-level bureaucrats to concentrate 
on measured activities and to perform ‘activities in ways that will improve their performance scores’, 
even at the cost of neglecting other tasks, engaging in implementation shortcuts, seeking easy successes 
(e.g. ‘picking lower lying fruits first’) and goal displacement. See Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy, 48–53, 
165–70.
43	  Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 55–62.
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targets, guiding principles and systems of incentives and sanctions may 
result in the mis-implementation and corruption of the policy’s original 
goals, as occurred in the case of the Village Redevelopment Program.

The following chapters point to the dual role that authorities at levels higher 
than the county played in Chenggu and Beian as both policy enablers and 
thwarters, in a more complex and dynamic process of policy implementation 
than provided by a simple principal–agent model. Instead of a dichotomous 
view of principals and agents (often translated into policymakers versus 
implementers or superiors versus subordinates), which scholars often use 
when discussing policy implementation in contemporary China, the 
following chapters delineate a multi-principals–agents system in which the 
distinction between principals and agents is cross-cutting and blurred.

The Village Redevelopment Program: 
Background and Content

Prosperity and a Crisis

During the last four decades, China’s economy has developed at an 
unprecedented pace. From an undeveloped, collectivised, poverty-stricken, 
centrally planned economy, with state control over almost the entire nation’s 
means of production, a massive state-owned enterprise sector, and an 
economically, ideologically, politically and spatially controlled population, 
China has turned into one of the most vital economies, and one of the most 
important growth centres, in the world. The macro-economic figures are 
impressive. In the first several decades after 1979, China’s GDP grew at an 
average of around 10 per cent annually and people’s incomes continually 
increased.44 Economic growth has significantly lowered the poverty rate, 
with about 700 million people (according to the official statistics) escaping 
extreme poverty.45

44	  In 1978, average per capita disposal income of households was RMB171. In 2019 it reached 
RMB30,733.
45	  Poverty in China is perceived mostly as a rural problem. According to official statistics, during the 
years 1978–2000 the poverty rate declined from 31 per cent of the rural population to 3 per cent. This 
trend has continued in the twenty-first century, with more than 90 million additional people escaping 
poverty between 2013 and 2019. According to official reports, at the end of 2019 about 5.5 million 
rural inhabitants still lived in extreme poverty. China declared its intent to completely eradicate extreme 
poverty (guaranteeing the population of the poorest rural areas enough food, clothing and safe housing, 
plus education and basic medical care) by the end of 2020.
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Behind this rosy picture, however, a gloomy reality shows increasing 
disparities and inequalities between rural and urban populaces. The early 
years of the post-Mao reforms initially benefited the farmers. The 
transition from collective agriculture to household agriculture (known 
as the Household Responsibility System), the gradual lifting of the state 
monopoly on agricultural procurements and sales, and the development of 
mechanisms of a market economy brought a significant increase in villagers’ 
incomes.46 Yet, starting in the mid-1980s, and especially after the third 
plenary session of the Central Committee of the 12th National Congress 
of the Communist Party of China (NCCPC) in 1984, the rural areas’ 
renaissance stalled. State attention shifted towards the development of cities 
and industries, and China’s rural areas entered a period of negligence and 
deterioration. In the 1990s, China experienced a crisis in its rural areas, 
which central leaders perceived as a threat to social stability.47
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Chart 1.1: Average per capita annual income in rural and urban areas, 
1978–2019 (in RMB)
Sources: All China Data Center—China Yearly Macro-Economic Statistics (National), 
www.china-data-online.com/member/macroy; China Statistical Yearbook, various years.

46	  Whyte, ‘The Paradoxes of Rural–Urban Inequality’, 13–14.
47	  Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform, especially chs 2–4; Bernstein and Lü, Taxation without 
Representation; Bernstein, ‘Unrest in Rural China’; Whyte, ‘The Paradoxes of Rural–Urban Inequality’, 20.

http://www.china-data-online.com/member/macroy
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An obvious aspect of inequality is embodied in differences in levels of 
income between various groups of a society. It is easy to grasp from Chart 1.1 
that, while incomes in both urban and rural populations have increased 
significantly since the early 1990s, the disparity between these populations’ 
incomes soared as well. In 1978, the ratio between rural and urban average 
incomes was 1:2.57; however, by 2002 it was 1:3.11, increasing to an 
unprecedented rate of 1:3.33 in 2009. A decline has been noted since then, 
reaching a ratio of 1:2.64 in 2019.48

A rising disparity in incomes up to the early 2000s was just the tip of the 
glacier of the ‘rural crisis’.49 The average villager was also likely to pay 
significantly higher taxes than his urban counterparts. According to Chen 
Guidi and Wu Chuntao, during the years 1990–2000 the total of all the 
taxes extracted from the peasants increased by a factor of five. By 2000, 
the tax burden in rural areas averaged 146 yuan per head compared to only 
37 yuan in the cities, a significant difference when considering that income 
in urban areas was several times higher than in rural areas.50 Monopoly-like 
practices, such as the state’s imposition of compulsory quotas of grain to 
be sold at a lower-than-market price and imposing limitations on villagers’ 
discretion to decide to shift away from grain production to cash crops, 
curtailed villagers’ incomes.51

Villagers felt themselves at the mercy of a powerful tax-collecting county 
and township bureaucracy, which grew larger in size over time, and whose 
officials often engaged in unrealistic economic projects that incurred 
increasing debts, with catastrophic results.52 In prosperous areas, officials 
could extract funds from profitable, local, publicly owned industries.53 
In poorer areas, the local bureaucracy had to target the individual households 

48	  In 1978, the average per capita annual income of households in urban areas was RMB343; in rural 
areas it was RMB134. In 2019, the average per capita annual income in urban areas was RMB42,359; 
in rural areas it was RMB16,021.
49	  The extent to which increased income inequality and distributive injustice presents a threat to 
social and political stability in China is indistinct. For example, Martin K. Whyte has found, based 
on two national surveys (2004, 2009), that distributive injustice has not been followed by increasing 
anger among the weaker strata of society over inequality issues; nor does this threaten China’s political 
stability. In his words, ‘the distributive justice social volcano remains dormant’. This is due to an overall 
improvement in the standards of living of the majority of the people. Whyte and Im, ‘Is the Social 
Volcano Still Dormant?’, 74. See also Whyte, ‘China’s Post-Socialist Inequality’, 229–34; Whyte, Myth 
of the Social Volcano.
50	  Chen and Wu, Will the Boat Sink the Water?, 151.
51	  Xiong and Yang, ‘Nongmin fudan’ [Peasants’ burden], 467–77.
52	  Zhao, ‘The Debt Chaos’, 36–44; Zhao, ‘Hard-Pressed Township Finances’, 45–54; Göbel, 
The Politics of Rural Reform, ch. 2; Cai, ‘Irresponsible State’, 20–41.
53	  Oi, Rural China Takes off.
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to help cover the government’s shortfalls. Like earlier eras in China’s history, 
many villagers were groaning under excessive financial burdens. Arbitrary 
and illegal impositions of fees, fines, coercive ‘contributions’ and other 
extractions became part of everyday life in many of China’s rural areas.54 
Especially for the poorer villagers, this economic burden was a major 
problem.55

Arbitrary impositions of fees were often followed by eruptions of violence 
between local officials and villagers who refused to pay or dared to challenge 
local officials. Chinese and Western literature has documented local officials 
bursting into villagers’ homes, expropriating their possessions; detaining 
villagers illegally; misreporting and imposing injustices in court; and 
deploying local police to silence or occasionally even kill opponents who 
dared to demand their rights. Villagers’ complaints piled up on desks at 
the highest levels and protests and violence acted out against local officials 
increased noticeably, as did suicides by villagers.56 In many rural areas, 
China experienced a governance crisis.

The farmers’ difficulties partly resulted from an explicit expectation that 
villagers would bear the burden of financing public services of a type that 
the central state supports in many other countries, such as militia training, 
roadworks and local officials’ salaries.57 These often entailed heavy expenses 
for rural households.58

In a paper on education in poor areas (pinkun diqu 贫困地区), Li Chuling 
claimed that shifting away from Mao-era collectives was especially 
detrimental to poor families. According to this research, education costs—
which included school fees and stationery as well as other ‘contributions’ 
imposed on families to cover teachers’ salaries and schools’ operational 
costs—amounted to 20 per cent of a household’s total income in families 
with two adults and two school-age children.59 Despite the ruinous cost to 
poor families, in the early 2000s, 6.6 per cent of elementary and middle 

54	  Chen and Wu, Will the Boat Sink the Water?; Bernstein and Lü, Taxation without Representation; 
Gao, Gao Village.
55	  Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform, 31; Xiong and Yang, ‘Nongmin fudan’; Liu, ‘Xiaofei’ 
[Consumption], 362–88; Bernstein and Lü, ‘Taxation without Representation’, 742–63. 
56	  See, for example, Chen and Wu, Will the Boat Sink the Water?; O’Brien and Li, Rightful Resistance; 
Bernstein and Lü, ‘Taxation without Representation’, 742–63; Guo, ‘Land Expropriation’, 422–39.
57	  Sun, ‘Zhufang cunzhuang jianshe’ [Housing and village construction], 145. 
58	  Liu, ‘Xiaofei’, 379.
59	  Li, ‘Pinkun diqu jiaoyu’ [Education in poverty-stricken areas], 228–37.
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schools in rural areas were housed in dangerous buildings.60 In poverty-
stricken areas, students often attended school in decrepit buildings, barns 
or old temples with no basic utilities such as electricity, water and toilets, 
sometimes with leaking roofs or under the open sky. In some of these 
schools, teachers did not have chalk and blackboards and children could 
not afford to buy stationery, books and notebooks. Many children brought 
stools from home or studied while sitting on the floor. The quality of 
teaching was low, partly due to very low salaries.61 But little help was offered 
by the national government. In the early 2000s, the state only spent 23 per 
cent of its compulsory education budget in rural areas, even though villagers 
comprised the majority of China’s population.62

The situation in healthcare was no better. Government underfunding 
was a chronic problem, with 60 per cent of its investments in healthcare 
going to the cities.63 Rural health clinics were often ramshackle, lacking 
basic resources and with low-quality manpower. Eighty per cent of 
township hospitals in central and western China were in need of new 
medical equipment.64 As  Charlotte Cailliez pointed out, underfunding 
meant that rural clinics and hospitals had to self-finance their operations 
through a policy of ‘relying on patients’ payments’ (bingzhe zifei 病者自
费). The result, according to Cailliez, was rampant over-prescribing and 
unnecessary medical procedures that the villagers had to pay for. For many 
villagers, seeing a doctor became a luxury that they could not afford; in 
poor counties, about half the population avoided medical treatment due 
to the cost. County hospitals, which offered better medical treatment, were 
out of financial reach for many villagers.65 In the early 2000s, according to 
Wang Xianfeng, only about 15 per cent of the rural population had health 
insurance,66 a result of the high costs embodied in buying the insurance in 
the first place. Without any safety net, falling into poverty due to serious 
illness was common.67 A popular proverb depicted this well: ‘With a small 
illness [you can] drag on, in a severe illness [you] wait for death’ (xiao bing 

60	  Fock and Wong, ‘China: Public Services’, 31–32. 
61	  Li, Chunling, ‘Pinkun diqu jiaoyu’.
62	  Ibid., 32.
63	  Cailliez, ‘Nongcun weisheng zhidu de zhuangkuang’ [The situation of the medical system in the 
villages], 240.
64	   Wang, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe de beijing he tiaojian’ [The background and conditions of building the 
new countryside], 31.
65	  Cailliez, ‘Nongcun weisheng zhidu de zhuangkuang’, 238–48.
66	  Wang, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe de beijing he tiaojian’, 31.
67	  Liu, ‘Xiaofei’, 379–80.
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tuozhe, da bing deng si 小病拖着,大病等死).68 Overall, in the early 2000s, 
life expectancy was 5.6 years higher in cities than in rural areas, and infant 
mortality was three times higher in rural areas.69

According to the Chinese Social Science Academy, in the early 2000s, 
300  million people in rural China did not have permanent access to safe 
drinking water, more than 50 million villagers were exposed to drinking 
water with arsenic content, more than 40 million villagers had brackish 
drinking water, more than 90 million were subjected to seasonal drought and 
130 million people drank water contaminated with microorganisms.70 About 
50 per cent of villages did not have access to running water at this time.

In addition, public roads did not provide access to 40,000 administrative 
villages, roads to 70 per cent of villages were not paved and 4 per cent 
of villages were not accessible by car. More than 50 per cent of villages 
used firewood and straw as a main energy source, 20 million people were 
not connected to electricity, 7 per cent of villages did not have access to 
telephones and 50 million villagers were not able to receive television or 
radio signals.71 Thus, in the early 2000s, it was commonly stated that, 
while Chinese cities increasingly resembled Europe, rural infrastructure and 
services resembled Africa.

Inequality at the Sub-national Level
While the macro picture of the Chinese economy portrays a picture of rural–
urban disparity and inequality, the reality is more complicated, as disparities 
have increased between rural communities as well. A general typology to 
analyse disparities within rural China tends to divide China into three main 
areas: the east, the centre and the west. A survey conducted in 2006 by the 
Development Research Centre of the State Council of the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) (Guowuyuan fazhan yanjiu zhongxin 国务院发展研究中心) 
depicts this well. The survey was conducted in 2,749 villages in 17 provinces 
and revealed large disparities between villages located in the prosperous east 
and villages in the rest of the country. It is worth citing its main findings. 
While almost half of the villages surveyed in east China reported an average 
annual per capita income of more than RMB6,000 (about 70 per cent higher 

68	  Jiang, ‘Shehuizhuyi xin nongcun “xin” zai nali?’ [What is new in the new socialist countryside?].
69	  Fock and Wong, ‘China: Public Services’, 2.
70	  These figures were officially cited by the Ministry of Water Resources, the People’s Republic of China, 
www.mwr.gov.cn/english/sdw.html, accessed 20 October 2021.
71	  Wang, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe de beijing he tiaojian’, 30–31.

http://www.mwr.gov.cn/english/sdw.html
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than the nationwide annual average rural per capita income of that year), 
this was the average income in fewer than 1 per cent of the villages in west 
or central China; the other 99 per cent were lower. On the other side of the 
coin, an extremely low income of less than RMB1,000 was reported in only 
3.2 per cent of villages in the east and 5.4 per cent of villages in central China 
compared to 23 per cent of villages in the west. The report defined 14.7 per 
cent of households in the west and 9.9 per cent of households in central China 
as poor households (nongcun pinkun hu 农村贫困户) compared to only 
3.1 per cent of households in the east. Poor households in the east, however, 
enjoyed significantly higher government financial assistance (RMB106.7 per 
month per capita compared to RMB16.6 RMB per month per capita in 
central China and RMB27.4 per month per capita in western China).72 Large 
differences were also found in villages’ collective incomes (jiti shouru 集体
收入) from publicly owned assets. While 60 per cent of villages in the east 
enjoyed a high collective income of RMB100,000 and above, this was the 
case in only 24.1 per cent of villages in central China and only 8.6 per cent 
of villages in the west. Village cadres (cun ganbu 村干部) were also likely to 
enjoy significantly higher salaries in the east. On average their salaries were 
more than six times higher than the village officials’ salaries in central China 
and more than seven times higher than the salaries of their counterparts in 
the west.

The survey also revealed significant differences in the areas of infrastructure 
and public amenities. For example, villages in the east tended to pave more 
of their roads, and more villages provided running water to their inhabitants 
than elsewhere.73 Computers were available in village government offices in 
82 per cent of villages in the east compared to only about 10 per cent in 
central and west China. Significantly more villages in the east constructed 
central garbage collection stations; such villages were also likely to enjoy 
better medical cover thanks to additional support for serious diseases 
(in addition to the national rural cooperative medical scheme) paid by 
prosperous local governments.74

72	  A paper at around that time on poverty and vulnerability similarly found that: ‘While both poverty 
and vulnerability are close to zero in some regions or provinces (e.g. Beijing, Jiangsu, Guangdong), they are 
still high, for example, in Guizhou, Yunnan, Shaanxi or Gansu’. See Imai, Wang and Kang, ‘Poverty and 
Vulnerability’, 416.
73	  According to the survey, in prosperous Jiangsu and Shanghai the average length of paved roads 
inside the villages was 8 kilometres per village, while it was only 1 kilometre in villages in poor Guangxi. 
While in places such as Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang, all villagers enjoyed safe drinking water, this was 
not the case in the poorer provinces of Qinghai, Sichuan and Gansu.
74	  Guowuyuan fazhan yanjiu zhongxin [Development Research Centre of the State Council of the 
PRC], ‘Xin nongcun diaocha: zou jin quan guo 2749 ge cunzhuang [Investigating the new countryside: 
Into 2,749 villages nationwide].
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However, disparities were not confined to the east-central-west level only, 
as each of these mega-regions encompassed high levels of inequality and 
disparity as well. In the province of Anhui, for example, statistical data 
showed significant disparities among the province’s prefectures in terms 
of production and industrialisation. In 2005, a difference of 7.75 times 
was found between the prefectures with the highest and lowest GDP, and 
7.98 times in terms of the highest and lowest per capita GDP. More than 
a decade later, in 2018, differences in terms of highest and lowest GDP 
further increased to 12.8 times, while differences in terms of highest and 
lowest per capita GDP declined to 4.5 times.75

Descending a level, findings from a survey conducted in 2005 in Shandong 
Province, the location of the second of my fieldwork sites, revealed extreme 
disparities between the province’s counties (discussed in Chapter 6).

Significant differences also existed at the sub-county level and these, as 
Chapter 2 demonstrates, could be dramatic. According to official data, 
in the first decade of the twenty-first century, the Chenggu government’s 
total revenue was about nine times higher than Beian’s, but the revenue 
in industrialised townships was more than 20 times higher than in rural 
townships within Chenggu. Chenggu’s total GDP was five times higher than 
in Beian. Yet, the GDP of the most industrialised township in Chenggu was 
10 times higher than in the least industrialised township, and the difference 
between townships in terms of rural incomes in Chenggu equalled the 
gap between rural Chenggu and Beian as a whole. Unfortunately, Beian 
did not publish its townships’ GDP. Yet data from township income taxes 
revealed enormous differences of 30 times between the township with the 
highest income and that with the lowest. Differences in villages’ collective 
income were sometimes even more dramatic, as demonstrated in the 
case of Chenggu (see Table 2.5). As Chapter 2 elaborates, in both Beian 
and Chenggu, the location of local settlements became one of the most 
significant institutional shapers of patterns of inequality at the sub-county 
level. To put it briefly, townships and villages that were located next to 
the counties’ (or to neighbouring administrative units’) main urban and 
industrial centres and/or adjacent to the main local roads were likely to 

75	  Anhui Province Statistical Yearbook, 2006, 2019.
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enjoy more opportunities to extract wealth from local markets and to offer 
their inhabitants better livelihoods than their counterparts in the peripheral 
hinterland.76

Facing the Problem?

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and state played a very significant 
role in shaping and institutionalising rural–urban social and economic 
disparities through central and local authorities’ discriminatory policies 
and governance institutions. This was true in the Maoist era, when rural 
inhabitants’ ability to leave their communities to seek work was severely 
restricted and rural communities were expected to demonstrate self-reliance 
by being economically self-sustaining. During the current post-Mao era, 
the state has continued to rely on political-economic principles that were 
at the heart of the Maoist command economy. These precepts have proved 
inadequate to address the unequal allocation of the unprecedented wealth 
generated in China since its opening to the world, to such an extent that 
Martin King Whyte has referred to the urban–rural gap as a ‘two-caste 
society’.77

Yet it was only in the late 1990s, when widespread discontent and rioting 
in rural areas became a significant concern for national authorities, that 
a gradual change in Beijing’s attitudes towards rural areas became evident, 
culminating in 2006 in the public announcement of a broad program to 
‘build a new socialist countryside’ (shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe 社会主
义新农村建设).

The year 1998 was a major turning point, with the revision of the 1986 
Land Management Law, which now provided, for the first time, a legal 
basis for leasing land (for 30 years)78 and full adoption of the Organic Law 
of the Villagers Committees, which furnished a legal base for village-level 
elections, after a 10-year trial period. In 2003, the Rural Land Contract 
Law, the most detailed law on land use arrangements, came into effect, 

76	  The role of location as a significant structural shaper of inequality and in creating core–periphery 
relations in China (though of larger geographical areas than counties) was observed several decades 
ago, particularly by students of the Regional Hierarchy Spaces Approach. See, for example, Qi et al., 
‘Evolving Core-Periphery Interactions’, 376; Crissman, ‘G. William Skinner’s’, 32; Skinner, ‘Cities and 
the Hierarchy’, 276–83; Skinner, ‘Marketing and Social Structure’, 9–32.
77	  Whyte, ‘The Paradoxes of Rural–Urban Inequality’, 7–19.
78	  Deininger et al., ‘Implementing China’s New Land Law’.
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providing, at least from the official view, legal protection for farmers’ land 
usage rights.79 Generally, the years 1998–2003 marked an intensification of 
legislation to create a legal environment to secure villagers’ interests.

In addition, a series of tax reforms and direct-subsidy programs were launched 
by the national government to solve some of the fundamental problems 
mentioned earlier. In 2001, the Rural Tax and Fee Reform was launched; by 
2003, it was being implemented nationally. Many of the miscellaneous fees 
that were imposed on villagers by local officials were abolished, and the rest 
were subjected to strict regulation.80 In 2002, subsidies for improved seeds 
and for grain production were launched by the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Affairs (nongye nongcun bu 农业农村部) and the Finance Ministry 
(caizheng bu 财政部) to promote improved seed varieties and to increase 
the income of grain farmers. In 2003, the ‘two exemptions and one subsidy’ 
(liang mian yi bu 两免一补) reform in rural education was initiated, 
providing free textbooks and abolishing school tuition fees, and providing 
a subsidy to boarding students from poor families.81 Also in that year, a New 
Rural Cooperative Medical Scheme was launched to gradually provide all 
villagers with basic subsidised medical insurance. In addition, subsidies 
for biogas digesters and a Medical Care Relief Fund to provide financial 
assistance to poor families in case of catastrophic healthcare costs were 
launched by the ministries of Agriculture and Civil Affairs, respectively. 
A year later, in 2004, a subsidy for the purchase of agricultural machinery 
was launched by the Ministry of Agriculture.82

Side by side with these reforms, the CCP also blew its ideological trumpet, 
bringing rural areas back onto the national agenda. In 2000, at the fifth 
plenum of the Central Committee of the 15th NCCPC, the problem of 
villagers’ income was debated, and a call was conveyed to ‘increase rural 
income by all efforts’. During the 16th NCCPC (2002), the concept of 

79	  On the other hand, several scholars have argued against the Chinese conception of ‘farmers’ usage 
rights’ as representing states’ interests more than farmers’ interests. According to Sherry Tao Kong and 
Jonathan Unger in their research on land redistribution in Anhui, most farmers have continued to 
illegally redistribute their collectively owned land to re-equalise per capita landholdings. See Kong and 
Unger, ‘Egalitarian Redistributions’, 1–19. From this view, the Rural Land Contract Law is against the 
wishes of most farmers.
80	  Göbel, The Politics of Rural Reform; Li, ‘Working for the Peasants?’, 89–106.
81	  This policy was preceded by the ‘tuition control’ reform, which was announced in 2001. Under 
this policy, annual tuition fees for attending public primary schools in rural areas were limited to a 
maximum of RMB160 per student, and RMB260 for attending a junior high school. Xiao, Li and Zhao, 
‘Education on the Cheap’, 546–47.
82	  Lin and Wong, ‘Are Beijing’s Equalization Policies’, 28.
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coordinated rural–urban economic and social development (tongchou 
chengxiang jingji shehui fazhan 统筹城乡经济社会发展) was raised for the 
first time. In 2003, during a national government conference on rural affairs 
(zhongyang nongcun gongzuo huiyi 中央农村工作会议), the policy of ‘give 
more, take less, and invigorate private endeavours’ (duoyu, shaoqu, fanghuo 
多予, 少取, 放活) was introduced. At the fourth plenum of the Central 
Committee of the 16th NCCPC (2004), Party Secretary Hu Jintao claimed 
that China had entered the stage of ‘industry nurtures agriculture and cities 
support rural areas’ (yi gong cu nong, yi cheng dai xiang 以工促农, 以城带
乡). A year later, in 2005, during the fifth plenum of the 16th NCCPC, 
a call was officially issued to build a ‘new socialist countryside’.83 For the 
first time in 18 years, the CCP had begun dedicating its entire first annual 
national directive (zhongfa yi hao 中发一号) to rural issues.

What Is New in the ‘New Socialist Countryside’?

The appeal to build a ‘new socialist countryside’ was an important step in 
tackling rural problems (known in Chinese as ‘the three rurals’ [san nong 
三农]).84 At least from the political centre’s view, China was ready to walk 
a new stage of economic development and state–society relations.

The concept of new villages in a new countryside is not new to China.85 
Since its announcement, many publications inside the PRC have been 
dedicated to the question of what is new in the BNSC scheme. While 
various authors have emphasised different aspects of the ‘new’, these 
discussions can be summarised in four general points. First, the background 
for the attempt was now different. After decades in which efforts were 
deliberately undertaken to develop cities and industries at the expense of 
villages, China had now entered a new stage where changes in priorities 

83	  A few months later, this policy became public knowledge with the appearance of the party’s first 
national directive of 2006, which was dedicated entirely to introducing the New Socialist Countryside 
policy.
84	  The ‘three rurals’ is an abbreviation for agriculture (nongye), villages (nongcun) and villagers (nongmin). 
85	  In Chinese accounts, BNSC is often referred to as the third attempt to reconstruct villages and the 
countryside. The first attempt was made in the 1930s with village reconstruction during the republic era 
led by intellectuals such as Liang Shuming, who operated in Shandong Province, mainly in the county 
of Zouping, and Yan Yangchu (James [Jimmy] Yen), who operated in Ding County, Hubei Province. 
The second attempt is attributed to the 1950s and collectivisation. From another perspective, BNSC 
is sometimes referred to as the third revolution during the reform era, the transition from collective 
economy to the Household Responsibility System being the first, and the Rural Tax for Fee Reform 
(2003) being the second. See, for example, Jiang, ‘Shehuizhuyi xin nongcun “xin” zai nali?’.
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and governance principles were needed.86 This is not to say that the party/
government was lamenting its own role in creating social disparities. 
On the contrary. Hu Jintao in 2004 declared that, at the initial stages of 
industrialisation, there had been a general trend for agriculture to support 
industry. However, after a considerable level of industrialisation had been 
achieved, these relations should be reversed, with agriculture supported 
by industry and urban areas supporting villages.87 By the same token, by 
theorising economic development as consisting of two distinguishable stages 
of economic development, the call to establish a new countryside served as 
an ideological vindication for necessary changes in the priorities that had 
guided the state during the first stage of discrimination against rural areas.

Although BNSC proclamations did not criticise previous malpractices, the 
theme of long-term development gained a sense of urgency in the need to 
support rural areas, which was conveyed by BNSC announcements. After 
decades of supporting the urban economy and urban residents, China had 
finally reached the stage of development when it could afford to support 
its rural areas. This moment was depicted by central policymakers as 
China’s ‘grand historical task’ (zhongda lishi renwu 重大历史任务), for if 
this opportunity failed, disparities would increase, social conflicts would 
multiply and China might endure growing unrest.88 The BNSC was 
supposed to meet a national vision of a ‘moderately prosperous society’ 
(xiaokang shehui 小康社会) and a ‘harmonious society’ (hexie shehui 和
谐社会) that supported its weakest and most sensitive links.89 Rural areas 
were no longer to be used simply as sources of cheap resources to enable the 
prosperity of the urban sector. National prosperity was now subject to, and 
conditional on, rural prosperity:

If there is no agricultural stability, there will be no stability in the 
national economy; if there is no development of the villages, there 
will be no genuine national development; if there aren’t affluent 
villagers, there will be no lasting prosperity for the country.90

86	  Ibid.
87	  Ibid. See also Li, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe ‘xin’ zai nali?’ [What is new in Building the New Countryside].
88	  Jiang, ‘Shehuizhuyi xin nongcun “xin” zai nali?’.
89	  Ibid.
90	  Jingji Ribao [Economic daily], 29 September 2009.
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Second, BNSC was announced as a holistic policy seeking to introduce 
a comprehensive solution to rural problems in their widest sense—as 
manifested in a slogan of 20 characters that constituted the heart of 
the new socialist countryside scheme: ‘advanced production, well-off 
livelihoods, civilised communities, clean and tidy villages, and democratic 
management’ (shengchan fazhan, shenghuo kuanyu, xiangfeng wenming, 
cunrong zhengjie, guanli minzhu 生产发展, 生活宽裕, 乡风文明, 村
容整洁, 管理民主). BNSC broadened the concept of ‘rural problems’ 
beyond the immediate narrow understanding of economic output and 
income to include infrastructure, services, social security, civil conduct and 
governance.91 Acknowledging the comprehensive scope of BNSC’s targets, 
Stig Thøgersen perceived it as ‘presently the closest match to the master 
plans of earlier periods’.92

Third, BNSC was supposed to entail a new conceptualisation of rural 
society–state relations. Since the establishment of the PRC, the state had 
taken very different approaches towards its rural and urban populaces. 
Generally, while it took on the responsibility of providing urban inhabitants 
all their basic needs (e.g. education, housing, employment, medical care, 
pensions after retirement, etc.), rural communities were expected to pursue 
the principle of self-reliance. Except for very unusual circumstances, such as 
severe natural disasters, applying for state support was beyond the capacity 
of local officials and potentially harmful to their professional careers.93

Government underfunding during the 1980s–90s period of fiscal 
decentralisation meant that rural communities had to continue relying 
on self-financing of public amenities and services. BNSC symbolised a 
significant change in the legacy of self-reliance. Under the policy, central 
and local governments were expected to take a major part in the project of 
building a new socialist countryside, including financial expenses.

Last, although BNSC’s title contains the word nongcun (农村), which refers 
literally to villages, BNSC exceeded the scope of the village, acknowledging 
that a real solution to rural problems could not be confined to villages only, 
but instead required fundamental changes in the larger environment in 
which villagers were embedded, as well as fundamental changes in the dual 
structure of the Chinese economy established under Mao’s rule. As China 

91	  Jiang, ‘Shehuizhuyi xin nongcun “xin” zai nali?’; Dang, ‘Zhongguo de xin nongcun yinggai shi 
zheyang de’ [China’s new countryside must be this way]. 
92	  Thøgersen, ‘Building a New Socialist Countryside’, 175.
93	  Oi, State and Peasant, especially ch. 6.
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entered its ‘second stage’ of economic development, the dual structure 
was perceived as an obstacle, potentially endangering China’s economic 
achievements and its long project of modernisation and efforts to develop 
a harmonised society.94 Thus, while the revolutionary era sanctified social 
divisions (e.g. urban versus rural, revolutionary versus counter-revolutionary 
etc.), BNSC was based on the exact opposite—the need to blur social gaps 
and divisions towards better coordination and unification between rural and 
urban systems, decreasing inequality and increasing the opportunities of 
rural inhabitants to enjoy the fruits of economic development.95 A leading 
figure from Shandong conceptualised it thus: if BNSC is an eagle, then 
urbanisation and industrialisation serve as its two wings.96

To sum up, BNSC offered a new vision for twenty-first-century China: 
a vision of a better-balanced national economy in which resources are 
allocated more equally, cities and industries better absorb surplus rural 
labour, and villages are offered better infrastructure.97 In this vision, villages 
offer their inhabitants modern facilities and high-quality accessible services, 
and the villagers are better equipped to cope in a modern economy and to 
compete for resources and wealth in developing markets. It also presented 
a new subjectification of the rural population, from inferior and almost 
unseen to an equal status and participation in national prosperity and a 
harmonious society.

Increasing Government Investments in the 
Countryside

The announcement of the BNSC program marked an intensification of 
the government’s fiscal investment in rural areas and a determination on the 
part of central and local authorities that ‘public financing was necessary to 
achieve coverage and incentivize (popular) participation’.98 The reforms that 
were launched were expanded in scope and consolidated, in several cases 
beyond policymakers’ original intentions. Direct subsidies were increased 

94	  Jiang, ‘Shehuizhuyi xin nongcun “xin” zai nali?’; Li, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe ‘xin’ zai nali?’.
95	  Li, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe ‘xin’ zai nali?’.
96	  Jingji Ribao [Economic daily], 29 September 2009. Others have questioned the adequacy of 
urbanisation as a nationwide uniform development strategy. See, for example, Tong, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe 
bing bu biran zhuiqiu nongcun chengshihua’ [Building a new countryside is not necessarily urbanising 
the villages]. See also Song, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe yao zhuzhong ruan jianshe’ [Building a new countryside 
must pay attention to soft construction].
97	  Li, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe ‘xin’ zai nali?’; Song, ‘Xin nongcun jianshe yao zhuzhong ruan jianshe’.
98	  Vilela, ‘Pension Coverage’, 6.
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and new channels for financial investments were established. The following 
describes some of the central facets of governmental investments in the rural 
areas since 2006.

In education, in September 2006, the standing committee of the 10th 
National People’s Congress approved a revised compulsory education law 
that called for nationwide implementation of free nine-year compulsory 
education and the rescinding of tuition fees. Covering all rural areas, 
150  million children were exempted from tuition fees and ‘other 
miscellaneous fees’ and provided with free textbooks. Millions of children 
from poor families were also provided with living allowances to subsidise 
boarding expenses at schools.99 In healthcare, trials of a new type of rural 
cooperative medical care system were expanded rapidly. According to official 
reports, in 2008, 92 per cent of the rural population already participated 
in the new rural cooperative medical care program.100 In welfare, a basic 
cost-of-living allowance (dibao 低保) for impoverished rural residents 
was established in 2007 and the government increased its involvement 
to guarantee basic needs: food, clothing, medical care, housing and 
burial expenses of the weakest strata of the rural society (known as wubao 
hu 五保户).101

An important step towards reducing the tax burden of rural households was 
taken in 2006. Agriculture and livestock taxes were rescinded nationwide 
and subsidies for the purchase of high-quality seeds were expanded to 
include wheat, rice and corn.102 The rescindment of rural taxes also enabled 
institutional reframing of the functions and image of local officials from tax 
collectors to developmental agents and from resource extractors to service 
providers, a change that, according to Anna L. Ahlers, facilitated effective 
implementation of the BNSC.103

99	  Lin and Wong, ‘Are Beijing’s Equalization Policies’, 31–32; Opertti and Wang, ‘China: Regional 
Preparatory Workshop’, www.ibe.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/COPs/News_documents/​2007/​
0711​​Hanghzou/Final_Report_of_ICE_Workshop_East_Asia.pdf. See also ‘Report on the Work of the 
Government’, 2008, www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2008npc/2008-03/19/content_6549177.htm.
100	 National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China, ‘Report on the Work of the 
Government’, 2009, npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c2762/200903/4b76ad6093f44ded8ce92fbc7b134f16.shtml, 
accessed 21 October 2021.
101	 National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China, ‘Report on the Work of the 
Government, 2007, npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/englishnpc/Special_11_5/2010-03/03/content_1690626.htm, 
accessed 21 October 2021. 
102	 Lin and Wong, ‘Are Beijing’s Equalization Policies’, 28.
103	 Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation, 39–45. Not everyone agrees with this observation. See, for 
example, Smith, ‘The Hollow State’, 601–18.

http://www.ibe.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/COPs/News_documents/2007/0711Hanghzou/Final_Report_of_ICE_Workshop_East_Asia.pdf
http://www.ibe.unesco.org/fileadmin/user_upload/COPs/News_documents/2007/0711Hanghzou/Final_Report_of_ICE_Workshop_East_Asia.pdf
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2008npc/2008-03/19/content_6549177.htm
http://npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c2762/200903/4b76ad6093f44ded8ce92fbc7b134f16.shtml
http://npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/englishnpc/Special_11_5/2010-03/03/content_1690626.htm
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A further significant step towards ensuring people’s livelihood was the 
launch in 2009 of the New Rural Social Pension Insurance Scheme, with 
an aim to reach full coverage by 2015.104 To facilitate rural economic 
development, a major infrastructure project was launched to upgrade rural 
roads. The  initial target for the 11th Five-Year Plan period (2006–10) 
was to build or rebuild 1.2 million kilometres of rural roads, of which 
300,000 new kilometres of roads were planned to be mainly built in ‘old 
revolutionary bases, border areas, poor areas and major grain producing 
areas’.105 The road-building goals escalated during the 11th Five-Year plan, 
and, in 2011, paving additional rural roads was announced as an important 
goal of the 12th Five-Year Plan, which began that year.106 According to 
official estimates, by the end of 2015, total coverage of rural roads reached 
3.95 million kilometres, encompassing 99 per cent of the country’s towns 
and 93 per cent of the administrative villages.107

Providing safe drinking water was another major BNSC project. In 2011, 
the Chinese government set an ambitious goal to solve the problem of unsafe 
drinking water by 2015. However, despite efforts, this difficult task has not 
yet been achieved.108 The government also invested significant efforts in 
other aspects of rural infrastructure, such as building and upgrading electric 
power lines,109 reinforcing reservoirs, building and renovating county and 
township hospitals and community health service centres, improving 
national capacities to prevent and mitigate natural disasters, and more.110 

104	 Lin and Wong, ‘Are Beijing’s Equalization Policies’, 28; ‘Report on the Work of the Government’, 
2011, china.org.cn/china/NPC_CPPCC_2011/2011-03/15/content_22143099.htm, accessed 21 October 
2021. In the early 2000s, only about 11 per cent of the villagers had pensions. See, for example, Li, 
Zhongguo xin nongcun jianshe baogao [A report on the Building of a New Countryside in China], 30–32. 
According to official statistics, by the end of 2015 participation in basic pension plans exceeded 80 per 
cent of the whole population. See State Council, People’s Republic of China, ‘Report on the Work of 
the Government’, 2016, english.www.gov.cn/premier/news/2016/03/17/content_​2814753​09417​987.
htm, accessed 21 October 2021. A new target was announced as part of China’s 13th Five-Year Plan to 
reach a coverage of 90 per cent of urban and rural residents by 2020. See ‘Sustainability Vital for China’s 
Pension Funds’, China Daily, 9 March 2017, africa.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2017-03/09/content​_​
28487641.htm, accessed 21 October 2021.
105	 ‘1.2 Mln KM Rural Roads to be Built’, Xinhua News Agency, 8 February 2006, china.org.cn/
english/government/157310.htm, accessed 21 October 2021.
106	 ‘China to Expand Rural Road Network’, Xinhua News Agency, 10 February 2010, www.china.org.
cn/china/2011-02/11/content_21898403.htm, accessed 26 October 2022.
107	 ‘China’s Rural Road Network to Reach 3.95 Mln Km by 2015’, Xinhua News Agency, 21 September 
2015, en.people.cn/n/2015/0921/c90882-8953064.html, accessed 21 October 2021.
108	 Liu, China’s Long March.
109	 According to official data, in 2009 alone, 266,000 kilometres of electric power lines were built or 
upgraded in rural areas. See ‘Report on the Work of the Government’, 2010, www.npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/
englishnpc/Special_11_5/2010-03/19/content_1690630.htm, accessed 2 January 2023.
110	 ‘Report on the Work of the Government’, 2011. 
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The Village Redevelopment Program, the subject of this book, was also 
announced as a key part of the BNSC policy to improve infrastructure and 
social services within villages. In 2006, the CCP went further and, at the 
sixth plenary session of the Central Committee of the 16th National Party 
Congress, called for changes that went beyond the simple improvement of 
infrastructure and actively promoted ‘the building of rural communities’ 
(nongcun shequ 农村社区). Most notably, in China’s industrialised rural 
areas, it began to become common for local governments to impose urban 
residential planning on rural communities,111 while merging several villages 
together into large residential communities and moving the villagers into 
apartment buildings (see Chapter 3).

Such large-scale reforms and direct subsidies required significant government 
financial outlays. Since 2005, a new category of fiscal reporting appeared in 
official financial reports entitled ‘the three rurals’ (san nong). For the first 
time, all public expenditure on the rural sector was brought together under 
one category.112 Official reports reveal significant increases in central fiscal 
allocations to rural areas since 2005. In that year, total expenditure in rural 
areas equalled RMB297.5 billion. This increased to RMB339.7 billion in 
2006, RMB431.8 billion in 2007, RMB595.5 billion in 2008, RMB725.3 
billion in 2009 and RMB858 billion in 2010. Central allocations to rural 
areas increased to RMB1.04 trillion in 2011 and 1.25 trillion in 2012.113 
Unfortunately, since 2013, official statistics have stopped reporting the 
‘san  nong’ category. However, the goal of improving rural services and 
infrastructure has remained a top priority, with significant earmarked 
allocations under the leadership of Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang, as can be seen 
in official annual reports on the central government’s work and national 
budget. In a few cases, this also included taking large international loans.114

The Village Redevelopment Program

In both Chenggu and Beian counties, the Village Redevelopment Program 
has been one of the most prominent areas of government activity in the 
BNSC agenda. From the beginning of my research, it became clear that 
village redevelopment had seized much of the officials’ attention. The 
newly established leading groups (lingdao xiaozu 领导小组) and offices 

111	 Bray, ‘Urban Planning Goes Rural’, 53–62.
112	 Lin and Wong, ‘Are Beijing’s Equalization Policies’, 23.
113	 This embodies an average annual increase of about 23 per cent. Figures are calculated from various 
years of China’s ‘Report on the Work of the Government’.
114	 World Bank, China: World Bank; World Bank, China to Improve.
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(xin nongcun jianshe bangongshi 新农村建设办公室) that were established 
in both counties to facilitate BNSC were focused mainly on facilitating 
village redevelopment (see Chapter 4).

In both counties, there was no designated budget for BNSC as a whole, 
and the many new subsidies made available following the announcement 
of BNSC were allocated as designated financial allocations for specific 
uses. There was, however, a special budget to support the redevelopment 
of villages. Therefore, village redevelopment could stand on its own—an 
independent program detached from its larger context as part of the new 
socialist countryside program.

Involving all government levels and various social actors in its 
implementation, the Village Redevelopment Program is a dynamic arena 
in which various political and economic interests, as well as administrative 
and societal constituencies, are in play. Importantly, conducting research 
on it helps to overcome a significant bias in the literature on policy 
implementation in post-Mao China. It has long been observed that scholars 
who research policy implementation tend to focus on failures and conflicts 
and less on success.115 Yet, even critical voices must admit that, despite 
the many difficulties that implementers face and the shortcomings of the 
Chinese political system, national authorities have been able to demonstrate 
a high capacity ‘to deliver’, even if not always efficiently.116 

Village redevelopment presents a type of policy that has escaped rigorous 
attention and whose implementation does not involve inherent conflicts 
of interest. As the following chapters show, the political-economic 
environment in which village redevelopment was implemented in Chenggu 
and Beian provided an opportunity to establish win-win relations between 
local communities, local governments and central authorities.

Locations and Methodology
Chenggu and Beian counties share several similarities. Located relatively 
close to provincial capitals (Jinan in Shandong and Hefei in Anhui), both 
are considered the most industrialised counties in their prefectural city’s 
jurisdiction, are populated entirely by Han people and contain about 
700,000 inhabitants. Yet they differ significantly from each other in terms 

115	 Zweig, ‘Context and Content’, 256.
116	 Ahlers, Rural Policy Implementation, 2.



29

1. INTRODUCTION

of economic development. As Chapter 2 elaborates, Chenggu is located 
in a prosperous part of Shandong Province and is significantly more 
industrialised and urbanised than Beian.

Both counties were selected based on the author’s personal contacts. 
The research follows Mill’s method of agreement methodology, which 
advocates a comparison between two (or more) instances of a phenomenon 
(e.g.  prioritising the better off rural communities) to find possible 
common causal circumstances.117 To gain a deeper understanding of the 
implementation process, I conducted semi-structured interviews and 
conversations with officials and villagers during the years 2009–11, the 
heyday of the implementation of the BNSC policy.

In the years that followed, I lost my contacts in both counties, as the 
officials I knew were transferred, so I was not able to conduct further 
research. However, in 2016, I returned to China to carry out research in 
other parts of the country. I engaged in shorter fieldwork trips to South 
Field, a  village near industrialised Qingdao City, Shandong Province, 
and Middle Hill, a remote, county-level, rural township governed by the 
province-level metropolis of Chongqing in China’s west, where I studied 
four villages. As  in Chenggu and Beian, I purposely selected prosperous 
and non-prosperous rural areas to study. The new information I gathered 
in South Field and Middle Hill confirmed that the findings and analyses of 
Beian and Chenggu counties are valid for other parts of China.

Two comparative axes guide this research. The first refers to the county level. 
It asks about implementation and outcomes in two different counties that 
belong to two different provinces in two different regions of China, with 
supplemental material from South Field and Middle Hill. As subsequent 
chapters show, while the local state has succeeded, at least partly, in adjusting 
implementation of the Village Redevelopment Program to the different 
economic realities of locales such as Beian and Chenggu, the program has 
failed to meet the goal of decreasing inter-regional inequality and disparity, 
as significantly more villages and rural inhabitants in prosperous Chenggu 
have joined the redevelopment program and enjoyed its material benefits 
than in less prosperous Beian. The second axis refers to the sub-county level. 
It shifts attention from the county as a solitary unit towards perceiving the 
county as a complex set of political-economic-administrative jurisdictions 
that include a wide variety of townships and villages, each with distinctive 
characteristics, needs and economic capacities, as shown in Figure 1.1.

117	 Ragin, The Comparative Method, 36.
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Figure 1.1: County layout
Source: Created by author.

The importance of acknowledging the complexity of counties is that, 
ultimately, this is the reality that local officials must face. This is especially 
true when implementing policies that seek to change local economic 
development conditions such as the Village Redevelopment Program. 
As  subsequent chapters show, in both counties, officials failed to adjust 
the policy to accommodate the needs of the least advantaged sub-county 
locales, and most officials’ efforts were channelled towards the more 
prosperous townships and the most prosperous rural communities inside 
each township.

I conducted two rounds of fieldwork in Chenggu (in 2009 and 2011, a total 
of five months) and engaged in one month of intensive fieldwork in Beian in 
2010. In Chenggu, my research was more formal and I was asked to submit 
a list of interviewees (government offices and departments) and village and 
township fieldwork sites, which was approved by the county government 
before my arrival. In Beian, my research was more intuitive and interviewees 
and fieldwork sites were decided ‘on-the-spot’ at my request. In most cases, 
local officials in both counties approved my requests and  I  enjoyed full 
cooperation to arrange interviews. No formal restrictions were imposed on 
the research agenda.

To grasp the complexity of both counties, I broadened my research to as 
many townships and villages as possible. In total, I researched more than 
20 villages in eight townships in Chenggu and eight villages in six townships 
in Beian. About half of the villages that I studied in Chenggu, and seven 
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out of the eight villages in Beian, had already started their redevelopment. 
In both counties, I studied industrialised townships, average townships and 
rural townships, providing a good sample of each county’s reality.

In both counties, the need to obtain research permits did not allow me formal 
access to villages without official ‘companions’ from my hosts (the county 
government Office for Outside Relations [waishiban 外事办] in Chenggu 
and the Agricultural Bureau [nongwei 农委] in Beian). Fieldwork trips to 
villages were on a daily basis and my requests to spend a few days residing 
in villages were declined due to ‘safety’ reasons. In most cases, however, my 
feeling was that interviewees were open and sincere about their activities 
and the redevelopment policy’s outcomes.

I conducted semi-structured interviews in both counties and, when possible, 
held informal conversations with local officials at the county and township 
levels (mainly at party and government offices/units that were involved 
directly in the implementation of the program) as well as with village 
leaders (mostly village party secretaries and village heads), to learn about 
their perceptions of the redevelopment program and its implementation. 
In Chenggu, I conducted eight interviews with county officials, 14 interviews 
with township officials and 16 interviews with village officials. In Beian, 
I conducted six interviews with county officials (excluding officials from the 
county Agricultural Bureau, who accompanied me during my whole stay in 
Beian and served as constant informal interlocutors), four township heads 
and five village leaders.

While in villages, I also engaged in conversations with villagers. In most cases, 
village officials enabled me to interview members of the villages’ leading 
bodies or villagers who, as I learned during the interviews, were supportive 
of their village’s redevelopment program (mainly wealthy families). It was 
‘suggested’ by my hosts that I should refrain from visiting very poor villages 
since, according to local officials, they had not yet started redevelopment 
and hence had no value for my research.

However, in Chenggu, where I spent more time and where transportation 
facilities to villages were significantly better, I used personal contacts fostered 
with local people to research villages that were not included in my official 
research plan. Some of these were in the county’s remote and undeveloped 
areas. This included clandestine visits to villages and conversations with 
inhabitants and leaders to learn about their knowledge and their attitudes 
towards the BNSC and the government’s Village Redevelopment Program.
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Surveying rural households systematically was beyond the ambit of my 
research permit and budget. Therefore, while I conducted numerous 
conversations with villagers, I was not able to obtain statistical data based 
on a survey of households. While I have inserted villagers’ testimony in 
several chapters, I suggest that these be taken as anecdotal only—that is, as 
referring to their own experiences in their own villages but not necessarily 
to others.

Internal local government documents and secondary Chinese and 
Western literature were useful supplementary sources. These contributed 
significantly to my understanding of national and local goals, procedures 
and the progress of the Village Redevelopment Program, and helped me 
to locate Beian and Chenggu in a larger context. I also interviewed several 
academics in Shandong, Anhui and Beijing who specialise in rural Chinese 
development.

The Book’s Layout
The remainder of this book is organised as follows. Chapter 2 introduces 
Beian and Chenggu counties. It starts with a discussion of the significant 
economic differences between them, examines the emergence of inequality 
inside each county—between townships, rural communities and 
households—then explores the main reasons for this. The chapter ends with 
a discussion of the poor infrastructure and social services in most of the 
villages, which the redevelopment program was expected to improve.

Chapter 3 discusses the profound changes that the redevelopment program 
brought to villages in Beian and Chenggu. Both counties undertook very 
different approaches to implementation. Chenggu promoted construction 
of new city-like apartment housing and even entirely new villages. In poorer 
Beian, by contrast, local officials supported redevelopment of the villages’ 
public areas while the villagers continued to live in their original houses and 
villages. The chapter points towards each county’s economic conditions 
and local officials’ perceptions of these conditions as the main explanatory 
variables to such different approaches. The chapter evaluates the positive 
aspects of the redevelopment scheme and analyses its pitfalls and drawbacks, 
especially where construction of new villages was involved.
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Chapter 4 introduces the institutional setup surrounding the redevelopment 
program and its main actors. It starts by discussing the institutional 
environment established in Beian and Chenggu to facilitate implementation 
of the program. It then investigates the main governance strategies and 
practices applied by the local bureaucracy. It shows that each county walked 
a different path, presenting two distinct approaches to implementation. 
Chenggu took a government-oriented approach that focused on hierarchical 
relations between supervisors and subordinates and mechanical duplication 
of policy targets without much adaptation to local conditions. Beian, on the 
other hand, took a more village-oriented approach and was more welcoming 
to local initiatives and attentive to local needs. It placed less emphasis on 
the hierarchical nature of the local political system and was less formal and 
standardised than Chenggu. It was also less transparent than Chenggu. This 
was an outcome of very different constellations of local economic conditions 
and higher-level intervention (‘commandism’) in each of the counties.

Chapter 5 explains the local officials’ tendency to mainly redevelop and 
finance prosperous villages. At the heart of this chapter is a discussion 
of two popular governing principles in contemporary policymaking: 
the  construction of ‘demonstration villages’ (shifan cun 示范村) and the 
establishment of experimental areas (shidian qu 试点区). The chapter 
shows how local economic conditions and the hierarchical nature of politics 
have formed a very different interpretation and implementation of these 
institutions in each of the counties.

Chapter 6 explains why both counties ended up supporting the more 
prosperous villages, a dubious strategy for social development. It points 
towards a number of institutional obstacles in China’s political tradition and 
bureaucratic practices, as well as the interests of crucial actors, that blocked 
the possibility of choosing other villages to enjoy the program. It concludes 
that higher levels of the political bureaucracy inadvertently forced local 
officials to select prosperous villages, irrespective of their individual wills 
and beliefs.

Chapter 7 summarises the main findings and arguments of the book. 
It integrates the question of selective policy implementation (i.e. why local 
officials implement certain policies but not others) and my research on the 
modus operandi (i.e. how policies are implemented) into a comprehensive 
model of Chinese policy implementation. At the heart of this theoretical 
model is an elaboration of the concept of ‘discretion’, which helps to explain 
the special position of Chinese implementers and offers a new paradigmatic 
view of the entire process of policy implementation in contemporary China.
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